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Louis Nowra, Radiance (Sydney Press: Currency, 1993) 
 
Review by Paul Makeham 
 
Louis Nowra wrote Radiance especially for the three actors who performed it in the 
play’s premier season at Belvoir Street Theatre in September 1993. And the Currency 
Press playscript / programme produced for that season foregrounds these three 
performers – Rachael Maza, Lydia Miller and Rhoda Roberts – in such a way that the 
usual distinction between dramatis personae and the actors who play them is 
considerably diminished. Both the blurb on the back cover and Nowra’s introduction 
emphasise this special relationship between text and actors, but it is the front cover 
shot which particularly reflects the conjunction between the two. Rather than depicting 
a scene from performance, or a ‘graphic’ suggesting something of the play’s thematic 
content, the front cover of Radiance features the three actors in a posed promotional 
shot. Arms joined warmly, lovingly, about each other’s waist, bodies turned away from 
but faces towards the camera, it is the actors we see, not their characters. It’s a very 
joyful image; they’re positively beaming. Radiant. They look as if they could really be 
the three half-sisters they portray, except that such moments of blithe sorority are just  
about non-existent in the play.  
 
 The published text, then, implicitly directs the reader to conceive the play in terms of 
a particular production, or at least in terms of a particular cast. There is nothing wrong 
with this, although some readers might prefer not to have this aspect of their 
imaginative work done for them. The thing that interests me here is that the back cover 
describes the women as ‘three of Australia’s finest Aboriginal actors’, and in the cover 
photo their Aboriginality is (perhaps) apparent, but the written text itself makes no 
explicit reference to its characters as Aborigines. Certainly, the play engages issues of  
Aboriginality; these are of central importance. But these concerns are figured at a 
remove, on a largely metaphoric plane underlying the more immediate family dynamics 
which drive the play’s naturalistic plot. The word ‘Aborigine’, for instance (or ‘Koori’ or 
‘Murri’ for that matter) occurs nowhere in the script, and specifically Aboriginal 
experience, such as the state-sanctioned fracturing of Aboriginal families, is only ever 
alluded to indirectly. In this way, the play constructs its characters in terms not 
determined exclusively, nor even primarily, by their Aboriginality. For me, this is one of 
the really novel and successful aspects of Radiance. In the present cultural climate, in 
which writers are learning to be conscious of the problematics inherent in speaking for 
Others, and in which a struggle for control of images and representations of indigeneity 
is being waged, Nowra, a white Australian playwright, might be seen as entering 
dangerous territory with this play. But he negotiates it well: his characters are fully and 
convincingly individuated, their Aboriginality neither disregarded nor essentialised.  
 
 Nowra has something of a reputation for writing interesting parts for women, and 
this particular configuration of characters – Mae, Cressy and Nona – is rich in allusive 
possibilities. Might they stand in some intertextual relation with Chekhov’s Olga, Masha 
and Irena? Or perhaps with Lear’s daughters, or even the three Weird Sisters? Maybe 
there is a more direct consonance with another trio of sisters, protagonists of Nowra’s 
tele-series The Last Resort. The echoes are all there, but any claim to a real 
connection would be tenuous. These women inhabit their own particular dramatic 
world – even if the narrative containing them is fairly predictable most of the time, 
borrowing as it does from the well-worn ‘family reunion’ school of plot structure and 
dramatic device. Only a few years ago, it would have been very surprising to see 
Nowra come up with a conventionally-plotted, essentially naturalistic piece like this; 
recent works such as Cosi and Summer of the Aliens, however, have shown him 
moving away from the broad epic sweep characteristic of his earlier plays towards a 
more personal, perhaps narrower, vision.  
 
 
 The story Nowra tells in Radiance goes like this: three half sisters re-unite, after 
years of separation, at their ramshackle family home on Queensland’s remote north 
coast to attend their mother’s funeral. Mae, a nurse disgraced for stealing, has been 
living in the house throughout her mother’s decline into senility. Nona, the vivacious, 
sensual youngest sister, has just returned from her itinerant life of get-rich-quick 
ambitions and brief, destructive love affairs. They are joined by Cressy, the third sister:  
stylish and self-assured, she is an acclaimed opera singer accustomed to jetsetting, 
hotel luxury and international celebrity. As is typical of this narrative genre, a 
considerable amount of dramatic energy is expended in the gradual disclosure, layer 
by layer, of the sisters’ histories: assorted skeletons in closets, repressed resentments, 
hidden lies and ugly truths, revealed in scenes punctuated by moments of deep 
emotions, high pathos, and drunken impulse. Nobody else turns up for the funeral, and 
it emerges that the mother had been ostracised by the town in her last years, reviled 
as a kind of witch, spitting at passers-by and speaking in tongues.  
 
 Particularly in the first of its two acts, Radiance conforms to this fairly conventional 
mode of storytelling. Confinement and entropy in a realist room, however, is averted 
when the action moves outside for the second act. Urged on by Nona, the sisters trek 
across the glistening, moonlit mud flats towards Nora Island, a mystical site associated 
with their past, colonised now by Japanese tourists. Their journey is a kind of quest, a 
ritual of return and healing. With them they bear a sacred object: their mother’s tin box 
which had once contained Radiance Liquorice Nougat, but which now holds her 
remains, the ashes having been transferred there by her daughters in a comic episode 
of black slapstick. Their intention is to scatter the ashes on the island, but for the play’s 
purposes it is the journey rather than the arrival which is important. The open space of 
the tidal flats, the sea, the night sky cleansed by the electrical storm which drew Act 
One to its climactic end – all these combine to create an atmosphere charged with an 
intensity verging at times on melodrama, and which is doubtless engaging when 
suitably executed in performance. It is during this second act that Nowra’s poetry 
emerges most poignantly and least self-consciously. Mae and Cressy, for example, 
nostalgically recall their childhood fantasies in which constellations were sister spirits 
who dressed in diamonds and flew up into the sky. The inferno accompanying the final 
scene denouement has become just about de rigueur in Nowra’s work: as Cressy 
reveals the final, shameful family secret, she and her sisters are illuminated by the 
offstage glow of the family house they themselves have set ablaze in a cathartic act of 
retribution.  
 
 I’d better not give it away, but the play’s final movement uncovers this truth to which 
all previous disclosures and evasions inevitably have led. It might be enough of a clue 
to let on that Cressy had been brutally raped by one of her mother’s lovers at the age 
of twelve, her suffering shockingly, painfully re-lived in a long detailed monologue near 
the play’s end.  
 
 Through this central plot element, together with a web of associated family secrets, 
deceptions and omissions, Radiance gives narrative shape to its thematic interest in 
the destructive power of repressed history. And the particular truths occulted in this 
family’s past stand in a metaphoric relation with broader questions concerning two 
hundred years of repression of black voices and black histories. The truth will out, the 
play suggests, but not without immense suffering and violent conflict in the meantime. 
In an angry outburst, Cressy blames the break-up of the family on her mother’s selfish 
immorality; and by some standards, it is true that their mother lived a dissolute life. But 
the shattering of the family had been effected years before when the two eldest girls, 
bastards in the eyes of the state, were taken by authorities and institutionalised:  
 
 CRESSY: (motioning to box of ashes) That stranger. That selfish woman. Look 
  at us, we’re strangers because of her. We have hardly been together. She 
  had us without concern for our future. No concern for me and Mae ...  
  When they came for Mae, she just handed her over. Easy as pie; like she  
  did with me. And then forgot us.  
 
...  
 
 NONA: What could she do? She had no husband. The law was against her.  
  Living alone here with a kid, how could she defend herself? She was young. 
  Forgive her. What could she have done? (pp. 26-27)  
 
In this way, Radiance suggests parallels between bureaucracy’s appropriation of the 
sisters’ familial identity and a whole history of white interference in, and attempted 
destruction of, Aboriginal society. Each of the sisters had lived dishonestly in one way 
or another, but their lies have largely been forced upon them by a culture well versed 
in theft and deception. Considered in these terms, the island across the mud flats 
becomes a figurative site, a symbol of authentic origins representing not only the 
sisters’ stolen past, but the stolen heritage of an entire people; it seems to hold the 
truths buried for years under the weight of invented - and colonised - histories. It is to 
this place that Mae turns in order to understand what it was in her that had made her 
steal:  
 
 MAE: I came [home] because I was afraid. And humiliated. To go to court, to be  
  called a criminal ... do you know how humiliating that is? I came here  
  because I wanted to know. I wanted to know where I came from, how I  
  ended up the way I did. I’d take [Mum] down to the beach and I’d point to  
  the island. I’d ask her: what happened, how did my great great   
  grandparents get thrown off the island? She wouldn’t answer. I wanted to  
  know about my father. My relatives. About her. (p. 43)  
 
 Similarly, the burning of the timber house on stilts functions in both literal and 
figurative terms. Contrary to the sisters’ understanding, it emerges that the house 
actually never belonged to the family; it had instead been loaned indefinitely to the 
girls’ mother by Harry Wells, a respected local farmer, in return for her sexual favours. 
In her final days, however, in the depths of her angry lunacy, she had cursed at Wells 
in the street, embittered for having been good enough to sleep with but not to marry.  
Embarrassed by this public humiliation, Wells sends notice to the sisters to quit the 
house, and they set fire to it. This vengeance also enacts a ritual cleansing for Cressy, 
her rape having taken place in the dirt under the house where she played as a child. In 
a larger political sense, though, the fire might be understood as the destructive 
consequence of European society’s callous oppression of Aborigines. This would 
certainly accord with Nowra’s preoccupation with the fire’s capacity to cauterise the 
colonial wound, especially as it is figured in plays such as Visions (1978) and Inside 
the Island (1981).  
 
 As I have suggested, though, these metaphoric concerns are muted in the play, 
submerged beneath the surface of its narrative structure. And as I have also 
suggested, it might be the published text more than the play itself which facilitates 
these readings. For it is really only in Rosalba Clemente’s ‘Director’s Note’, printed in 
the programme section, that any direct reference is made to the play’s (and Nowra’s 
recurrent) interrogation of the national conscience and its relation to Australia’s recent  
and ancient pasts:  
 
 On our own island European culture has never really come to terms with its past 
 so the past can never really be finished with. It continues to glide alongside us - 
 an ever present ghost. This outpost of European society still has much to come 
 to terms with particularly in the face of a now ever darkening Europe. (ii)  
 
Clemente goes on to suggest that the Indigenous People’s Movement and the 
Women’s Movement ‘offer a chance for a new synthesis; an opportunity to face a 
monstrous, oppressive, violent and contradictory past’. Her image of the ghost of 
history finds its parallel in the witch-spirit of the girls’ mother, bearer of the past whose 
presence haunts the house until it is burnt down. The play’s concern with notions of 
deception and hidden truth is augmented by a variety of imagistic strands, particularly 
those associated with costume, disguise and performance. Nona, for example, is 
preoccupied with wigs and clothing, and at one point gives a strangely moving 
impersonation of the ‘Madama Butterfly’ she had once seen her sister perform.  
 
 In a sense, Radiance itself also adopts a disguise, simultaneously showing and 
hiding its political commentary. Reading the printed text, though, the play seems 
weighed down by its plot, the imperative to unravel information intruding clumsily at 
times, the mechanics of dramaturgy exposed. The printed text must also have been 
put together in a hurry - there are at least thirty-five typographical errors, some of 
which make certain lines incomprehensible. Ultimately, of course, it is only in 
performance that the play can properly be judged. Technically and dramatically, 
Radiance would appeal to many companies; it should be probably remain, however, 
the exclusive domain of Aboriginal performers.  
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